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AN ARGUMENT FOR A CORE CURRICULUM
Sandra Portko
What is a Core Curriculum and what is its inherent value? A Core Curriculum is
intended to be the common body of knowledge that is shared by the educated persons of a
given culture. It is intended to teach the members of that group what they need to know in
order to be good citizens and future leaders and maintain that culture. It is assumed that
the more educated persons will be the leaders of that culture. Thus, their education is not
merely a private indulgence but an investment in the survival of the entire community .
Such beliefs about education may seem rather quaint and old-fashioned at first
glance. However, if we explore further, there is nothing outmoded about them. Every
cultural group that survives must successfully transmit to its younger members the
information necessary for survival. This, of course, includes the basic "what" of survival.
Far more crucial, however, is the "why" of survival, the preservation of one's culture's
values. All true education presupposes such a bedrock of values-anything else is mere
acquisition of facts and information.
One problem in recent years in the United States has been the fanatical adherence
to the dogma of "value-free education." "Value-free education" is an oxymoron. When
everything has equal value, nothing has value: earning one's living by selling drugs is
then no less valuable than earning one's living by caring for people dying of AIDS. True
relativism reduces all value judgments to mere opinions. It may be time to acknowledge
that some objective basis for values exists and that the survival of humankind may well
depend on teaching those values.
Certainly, the question will be raised, "Whose values will be taught?" The answer
must be "Humanity's values." As was brilliantly and succinctly pointed out by C. S.
Lewis nearly fifty years ago, ".... [Humans] must be taught what to value." Every cultural
group has some basic rules about living rightly with other humans. Some groups may
emphasize one aspect of such values more than another. But, as Lewis noted, the "TAO,"
as he referred to it, was a general way of valuing the world and its inhabitants so as to live
"in right order" or harmony with all. This "TAO" is not infused knowledge. Its tenets are
within the grasp of every human, but it is the role of education to teach humans what to
value and why to value it.
The time has come to identify the core values in order to establish a core
curriculum. The human race is in a "liminal space." It is in transition; a new world order
can emerge from the current headlong rush into apparent chaos. From a dialectical
perspective, humanity has moved from the thesis of a monolithic approach to educational
values to the antithesis of "value-free" education. Perhaps it is a somewhat grandiose
idea, but maybe humanity should begin the work of synthesis .
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The popular press is teeming with such suggestions. Conservative and liberal,
majority and minority-these commentators are all voicing the obvious: "Many of our
young people have no values." They are realizing that if young people are not taught
values, then young people will not have values. (One might rejoin in the vernacular,
"DUH!") No matter the orientation of the writer, the message is the same: "People do not
value human life anymore." This would probably be the best place to begin to answer the
questions, "what are humanity's values and how can they best be transmitted to the
members of the human culture?"
No one culture is inherently better than another, but some may be better at some
things than another. All cultures have a value system--is it too simplistic to suggest that it
is the task of education now to begin to discover the values of a "world-culture?" If
humans are citizens of a "global village," members of the world-community," fellowtravelers on "spaceship Earth," then humans need to be educated as to how to become
good citizens of this community.
Is Grand Valley committed to such a belief system? Are human beings, indeed,
part of a world culture which is interdependent and interactionist? If so, then the Core
curriculum must be designed to share that view with all the students. A smattering of
different cultures or different approaches will only contribute to the existing divisions.
The delicate interplay between human diversity and human commonality is what gives
humanity its beauty and strength. That uniqueness must be cherished even while it must
be shared for the common good, the survival of humankind. Are we, as educators, ready
for this challenge? I say YES! I, for one, am ready to undertake this mission.
Obviously, it is not a one-person assignment. It demands an inter-disciplinary
approach of committed teachers. Idealistic? Certainly. Impossible? Definitely not. It will
require the concerted efforts of the entire university, and this, of course, translates into
money to support the endeavor. It is not a luxury; it is an absolute essential if GVSU is to
maintain its growing reputation of commitment to the quality education of each student.

34 • Grand Valley Review

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

